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(In)security Groups and Governance in Gulu, Uganda
By Holly Porter & Rebecca Tapscott[1] 
Last November, at three in the morning, a man was murdered on the street not far outside Gulu
Town.  There  were  tens  of  witnesses,  yet  there  was  no  investigation,  no  prosecution,  and  no
compensation provided to the victim’s family. A common reflection on the event was that the victim
“did good to die”.
People  recount  the story  in different ways: one version describes  the victim as a notorious and
unrepentant  drug  dealer  and  crook.  On  the  night  he  was  finally  caught,  a  mob  of  frustrated
















A village leader had an ex-girlfriend beaten in the street and eventually arrested for prostitution because
he saw her interacting with another man.
A man was sitting with a friend outside his house, on his property, when a group of men came and
arrested him for drinking alcohol late at night.  It later emerged that one of the group members and the
arrested man were rivals for the same woman.
A spate of house burnings occurred last year. Those targeted were mostly suspected or known sex
workers. “Disappointed” or rebuffed men torched the women’s homes.
Minor extortion and theft by these security groups is an extremely common anecdote.
Many  have  written  about  similar  phenomena  in  northern  Uganda:  Tim  Allen  reflected  on  the
executions  of  witches  in  neighbouring  districts  as  a  violent  method  of  community  healing,
analogizing them to the removal of a cancerous growth for the wellbeing of the larger body.[2]  Ben






in  the  aftermath  of  crime.[4]  Social  harmony  often  requires  victims  to  cope  using  extraordinary
forgiveness,  engaging  in  ritual  cleansing,  or  even  by  ignoring  the  initial  violation,  as  was  the




insecurity  that  emanates  from  high  levels  of  crime,  norms  are  protected  with  brutal  and
expeditious punishment—i.e. mob or citizen­driven “justice”.
Additionally, literature on vigilantism, community policing, and “twilight” or “boundary” institutions is
relevant.  David  Pratten  writes  about  Nigerian  popular  justice,  where  the  federal  government
encouraged local government to legalize vigilante groups which discipline the community through
a  range  of  physical  and  psychological  punishments.  He  explores  how  these  groups  insert









from  the  event,  employing  narratives  of  collective  citizen  violence  and mob  “justice”.  Thus,  the
formation of security groups  is presented as an answer  to  insecurity,  including  incidents  ranging




villages. Our  initial  research  suggests  that  experiences  here  seem  similar  to  other  village­level
security groups.
The  initiative  to  form security groups appears  to have been catalyzed by a  few powerful men  in
one village who wanted to crack down on crime. Their work began ad­hoc, targeting a few known
thieves  and  marijuana  smokers/growers.[8]  The  main  initiators  recruited  a  combination  of
upstanding citizens and (presumably reformable) criminals. Like most of the population of northern
Uganda,  many  of  these  men  spent  their  formative  years  living  in  the  midst  of  conflict,  being
witness  to  and  even  participating  in  the  gruesome  history  of  LRA  and  UPDF  violence.  Those
selected  were  then  officially  nominated  and  “elected”  (perhaps more  accurately  “approved”)  by
those residents in attendance at the community security meeting.
These young men were  then charged with  the maintenance of  security and  the enforcement of
community  bylaws,  approved  in  the  same meeting. While  their  official  duty  is  to  enforce  these




In  November  2013,  two  weeks  after  the  group  began  patrolling,  a  government  representative
called a security meeting  for  the parish, comprised of  the  initiating village and  three others. The
government representative presented the originating security group as a positive exemplar of local
security,  and  charged  each  village  to  create  their  own  security  group  and  by­laws,  thereby











also  collect  fines  for  infractions  against  written  or  unwritten  bylaws.  For  the  initial  group,  the
bylaws include, as paraphrased/summarized by us:
Those who perpetrate crimes must both pay compensation and receive punishment (usually in the form
of caning).[9]
Protecting or hiding a suspected criminal is punishable by complete destruction of home and expulsion
from the community.
Idle or disorderly behaviour, selling alcohol, allowing minors to enter video halls, and theft and drug
dealing (with an emphasis on marijuana) are punishable by caning and fines between 5 and 15GBP.
Youth guilty of these acts will be punished before their parents and the community.
Proper sanitation facilities (latrine and rubbish pit) must be present at each household. In the absence
of proper facilities, the security group will build them and charge the transgressor up to 25GBP for their
labor.
It is necessary to participate in community work related to cleaning and sanitation. Refusal to
participate is punishable by a fine of 1GBP.
Indecent dress is punishable by a minimum of 10-20 strokes of a cane.






those  with  good morals  who  are  well­known  in  the  community  should  be  permitted  to  join  the
group,  and  that  they  should  work  within  their  jurisdiction.  Other  groups  require  that  security
members arrive  to night patrol on  time, sober, and wearing gumboots and dark clothing. All  the




violence  by  the  group,  while  praising  the  group’s  success  in  improving  security  in  their
communities. For example, an elderly woman in a regular community security meeting that Holly
attended  urged  the  group  to  beat men  who  wear  their  trousers  too  low  and  not  just  girls  who
where  skirts  above  the  knee.  Her  admonition  was  met  with  energetic  applause.  Others  in
attendance expressed concern about the potential for and the instances of excessive violence, as








Objections  voiced  about  the  groups  have  been  explicitly  and  implicitly  quashed:  protesting
community  members  have  been  removed  from  meetings,  and  leadership  has  threatened  any
citizens who do not support the security group with future acts of retribution and social sanction.
The promise of withdrawn security  in a situation of  significant  insecurity  leaves  the complainant
vulnerable to almost certain future crime.
At  a micro  level,  the  formation  of  this  security  group  has  been  presented  as  a  response  to  an








This  raises  the  question:  are  the  wealth  of  critiques  that  arise  from  the  above  description  of
community security groups simply a re­hashing of  the risks of decentralization of other services,
like  health,  education,  and even governance;  or,  is  there  something qualitatively  different  about
community management of violence and security?
While decentralization  is  lauded as a method  to  improve provision of and access  to services by
putting  them  closer  to  the  end­users,  a  number  of  critiques  are  common  that  may  also  be
applicable  to  the  decentralization  of  security  in  the  form  of  community  policing.  These  include
issues  such  as  the  technical  challenges  of  decentralization,  as  well  as  the  risk  that  it  will
undermine  the  power  and  legitimacy  of  the  state.  Undermining  state  legitimacy  may  be  an
especially significant risk given the creation of extremely localized bylaws.
Additionally, decentralization of basic services can be seen as a withdrawal of  the central state.
Without  local  capacity  and  access  to  resources  local  administrative  provision  of  services  can
actually  erode  the  provision  of  services.  In  sectors  like  water,  sanitation,  health,  and  even
education, this local and state governance “failure” can be an entry point for aid and development
organizations, which present a project or program to  fill  the gap. The case of security, however,
seems  to  call  for  a  different  response:  rather  than  taking  over  the  service  (e.g.  policing)  and
striving to create local ownership or a private supply chain as is frequently done in other sectors,
interventions  for  security  defer  to  the  central  government  to  establish  lines  of  reporting  and
responsibilities for local initiatives. That is, unlike with other sectors, the donor cannot bypass the






violence.  However,  given  the  very  nature  of  this  space,  these  organizations  are,  by  necessity,
“boundary” or “twilight” institutions, in constant negotiation with the actors and institutional forms of
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